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The first concert tour that Zhu Xiaomei (朱晓枚) undertook playing Johann Sebastian 
Bach’s Goldberg Variations in 2014 made her the center of attention in the classical music 
industry in China. During her subsequent concert tours covering various cities, her appearance in 
Shanghai made it possible for Zhu to gain the most popularity, because the city is the center of 
Western music in the country. Zhu also rapidly earned a reputation because of her unique style of 
combining Taoist philosophy with reflections on her challenging life during the Cultural 
Revolution, not to mention taking advantage of new trends in marketing such as Wechat, Weibo, 
and online social media. Zhu’s success strongly suggests that integrating Chinese culture into 
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During the Chinese Cultural Revolution (1966–76), all Western cultural elements were 
restricted in China by Mao Zedong (毛泽东), the Chairman of the Community Party, who dubbed 
these elements the “malignant tumor of capitalism.” Consequently, people were not allowed to 
play or listen to any Western music. Soon afterwards, however, in 1978, the Reform and 
Opening Policy promoted by the next de facto leader Deng Xiaoping (邓小平) allowed the 
Chinese people to have more opportunities to study Western music. Moreover, the economic 
changes resulting from globalization stimulated cultural interchanges between China and the 
Western world. For example, more Chinese pianists were able to develop reputations on the 
international stage, in part thanks to the Western pedagogical methods developing in Chinese 
conservatories at that time. In addition, new avenues for the consumption of Western music 
offered many high-quality concerts and music festivals, permitting the public to gradually shape 
their own understanding of Western music. Indeed, Western music took on new, unique 
meanings in China at the end of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first century.  
In this thesis, I focus on a notable performance of Johann Sebastian Bach’s Goldberg 
Variations by Zhu Xiaomei (朱晓枚) on November 9, 2014 in Shanghai, the most important 
station on her first concert tour in China. By examining her performance of this work, I propose 
reasons why Zhu was successful in China and explore the underlying factors that may have 
contributed to her success. Chapter one discusses the history of Western music in Shanghai, and 
in particular, the important role of the Shanghai Symphony Orchestra and Shanghai 
Conservatory of Music in developing Western music in Shanghai. Chapter two covers some 
aspects of the performer’s biography, particularly her interest in Taoism, drawing on an 
interview I conducted with Zhu in person about her understanding of the Goldberg Variations 
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and the way she sees her success in China. This is supported by an online survey I conducted 
about people’s opinions of her concert and its aftermath. Chapter three highlights ways in which 
her notable concert was promoted in Shanghai as part of a new social trend that has resulted in 























PLAYING WESTERN MUSIC IN SHANGHAI 
 
The history of Western music in China began in Beijing in 1601, when an Italian Jesuit 
priest, Matteo Ricci (1552–1610), undertook a mission of religious expansion as well as of 
introducing European sciences, arts, and literature. He entered the Forbidden City at the 
invitation of Emperor Wanli (1572–1620), the longest ruling emperor of the Ming Dynasty. Yet 
the clavichord and Western music that Ricci presented to Emperor Wanli could not find favor in 
the Forbidden City until the Qing Dynasty. Under the rules of emperors Kangxi (1661–1722) and 
Qianlong (1735–1796), Western learning became highly developed, as emperor Kangxi himself 
was vitally interested in it. He not only learned how to play harpsichord from the Portuguese 
Jesuit priest Tome Pereira (1645–1708), but also required Pereira to compose a treatise on 
Western music theory in Chinese called Lvlv Zuan Yao [ 律吕纂要] (The essentials of 
harmonics). This book is considered the true beginning of Western music in China. His 
successor, Emperor Qianlong, formed the first Western music ensemble in China, with eighteen 
eunuchs dressed in Western suits and wigs, for his own entertainment.1  
During the New Culture Movement of the 1910s and 20s, a great number of Chinese 
musicians who had studied abroad went back to China. They promoted Western music by 
performing, composing, as well as teaching music based on the Western notation system. During 
the same era, the first music department (北大音乐传习所) was founded in Peiking University in 
1922, and before long music departments and music schools as well as orchestras were created in 
                                                          
1 Xiping Zhang, Following the Steps of Matteo Ricci to China, trans. Ding Deshu and Ye Jinping (Beijing: 
China Intercontinental Press, 2006), 97–100. 
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most major cities.2 This first peak in the development of Western music in China lasted until the 
start of the Cultural Revolution in 1966, when Western music was restricted in Chinese society 
and used only for political propaganda. After the death of Mao, it resumed its influence under the 
Reform and Opening Policy in 1978. This chapter uses Shanghai, the most Westernized city in 
China, as a case study of how the history of Western music provided a welcoming environment 
for Zhu’s Goldberg Variations concert in Shanghai in 2014 and the impact it achieved. 
 
Western Music in the International Settlement 
 The history of Western music in Shanghai is closely tied to the consequences of the 
Shanghai International Settlement, and especially the development of the Shanghai Symphony 
Orchestra. After the first Opium War (1839–42), when the Qing Dynasty was defeated by the 
British, the terms of the Treaty of Nanking (1842) required that five port cities (Guangzhou, 
Fuzhou, Xiamen, Ningbo, and Shanghai) be opened to foreign merchants. People came from the 
United States, Britain, France, and other European countries, trying to replicate a Western 
lifestyle in Shanghai. In 1879 the earliest Chinese Orchestra, the Shanghai Public Band (上海公
共乐队), predecessor of the current Shanghai Symphony Orchestra, was born. This twenty-
person band, under the leadership of French flautist Jean Rémusat (1815–1880), mainly served 
as the accompaniment for drama in the theater. In 1907, the newly hired German conductor, 
Rudolf Buck (1866–1952), hired six string and brass players from Germany and Austria and 
expanded the musicians to around thirty people, thereby transforming the band into a small 
orchestra. During this time, the orchestra not only provided music for entertainment but also 
                                                          
2 Yasuko Enomoto, Yue Ren Zhi Du: Shanghai: Xi Yang Yin Yue Zai Jin Dai Zhongguo De Fa Ren, trans. 




performed at regular concerts in the main area of settlement for foreigners, around the Huangpu 
River (now called Bund).3  
The orchestra could not have achieved its fame without the Italian pianist Mario Paci 
(1878–1946), who conducted the band from 1919 to 1942. During his tenancy, Paci not only 
successfully led the band into its position as “the best in the Far East,” but also broke the rule 
that the orchestra was to perform for foreigners only, giving access to Western music for the 
Shanghai public.4 Because the orchestra was directly funded in 1922 by the Shanghai Municipal 
Council (Council for the Foreign Settlement North of Yang-king-pang), the orchestra was 
renamed the Shanghai Municipal Orchestra (上海工部局乐队) and restructured on a larger scale. 
Paci introduced many professional musicians from Europe who had been educated under a 
professional curriculum, including the famous Jewish Italian musician Arrigo Foa (1900–1981) 
as principal violinist. Paci set up regular rehearsals and performances, providing high-quality 
music from all genres. The arrival of professional musicians also brought in a variety of other 
Western music, including jazz and pop, making Shanghai the most thriving community of 
Western music in China during that time.5 The influence of this community has continued to the 
present day. In modern Shanghai, you can still find the most traditional jazz in the music clubs in 
the Bund, such as the Peace Hotel. The clubs have kept the original decoration and the musicians 
still dress in 1920s fashion, taking people back to the old days.  
Under pressure of cultural transformation, rising nationalism led by Chinese intellectuals 
who had come back from the West during the New Culture Movement, and the students’ protest 
                                                          
3 Enomoto, Yue ren,  95–100. 
4 Hon-Lun Yang, “From Colonial Modernity to Global Identity: The Shanghai Municipal Orchestra,” in 
China and the West: Music, Representation, and Reception, ed. Yang Hon-Lun and Michael Saffle (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 2017), 49–64, doi:10.2307/j.ctt1qv5n9n.6. 
5 Ibid., 50.  
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incident on May 4, 1919, the Shanghai Chinese finally had official permission to have access to 
the Shanghai Municipal Orchestra in 1925. In addition, the Chinese musicians Huang Zi (黄自) 
and Li Weining (李惟宁) were hired as Municipal Committee members for the first time, leading 
to the expansion of the orchestra’s performing venue from within the Settlement to public 
theaters such as the Shanghai Grand Theater (大光明大戏院), the Carlton (卡尔登大戏院), and the 
Lyceum (兰心大戏院), as well as both indoor and outdoor concerts. The orchestra’s audience 
gradually included a growing number of Shanghai Chinese from then on.6 
Because of the political requirements and cosmopolitan environment in Shanghai, Paci 
had to arrange the concerts from a wide repertoire and diverse performers to satisfy the 
international audience. Programs were presented by composers from different countries, such as 
Britain, France, Germany, Italy, Russia, and Bohemia, as well as covering the eras from Baroque 
to contemporary. For example, in 1923 the music included Schubert’s Unfinished Symphony, 
Kikimora by the Russian composer Anatoly Konstantinovich Lyadov (1855–1914), and Swedish 
Rhapsody No. 1 by the Swedish composer Hugo Emil Alfvén (1882–1960).7 In 1936, when the 
orchestra premiered the entire Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, the chorus consisted of singers 
from both the West and China in the last movement, “Ode to Joy.”8 The next year, Bach’s Violin 
Concerto in A minor, BWV 1041, was premiered by the orchestra with Arrigo Foa as soloist in 
Shanghai (see Ex. 1).9 In order to obtain a larger Chinese audience and bring Western music and 
the Chinese people closer together, the Shanghai Municipal Symphony also performed Western 
music composed by the Chinese composer Huang Zi, who studied at Yale University. Huang’s In 
                                                          
6 Yang, “From Colonial Modernity,”51–52. 
7 Enomoto, Yue Ren, 103. 
8 Yang, “From Colonial Modernity,” 52–53.  
9 “Shanghai Municipal Orchestra Concert Program, Mario Paci (conductor), Shanghai, 1937 November 7,” 
Stanford University Libraries; https://exhibits.stanford.edu/paci/catalog/tb517qp8795, accessed March 1, 2019. 
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Memoriam and Cityscape Fantasia were performed in 1930 and 1935, respectively. In 1931, 
combining East and West, Paci arranged a concert entitled “Special Grand Chinese Evening” that 
included Beijing Hutong, featuring Chinese music elements, composed by Russian Jewish 
composer Aaron Avshalomov (1894–1965), as well as music performed on Chinese instruments, 
the pipa and erhu, for the first time in front of a Western audience.10  
 




As a pianist, Paci was also active teaching piano, including students such as Dong 
Guangguang (董光光), Fou Ts’ong (傅聪), Mary Shen, Wu Leyi (吴乐懿), Wu Yili (巫漪丽), 
                                                          
10 Yang, “From Colonial Modernity,” 53–54. 
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Yang Jiaren(杨嘉仁)  and Zhou Guangren (周广仁), who gained fame in both China and the 
West.11 Fou Ts’ong, who won a third prize and a special Mazurka prize in the 1955 International 
Chopin Piano Competition, also became part of the first generation of Western music educators 
in China in later years. Some of them are still active in teaching or performing Western music 
today (see Fig. 1).12 In addition, Paci invited talented Chinese soloists to perform with the 
Municipal Orchestra. Violist Ma Sicong (马思聪) and pianists Mary Shen, Wu Leiyi, and Dong 
Guangguang performed regularly with the Municipal Orchestra,13 attracting a large Chinese 
audience during that time.  
Figure 1. Mario Paci and his Students on his Last Birthday, June 4, 1945, Shanghai 
  
The variety of concerts of Western music and the promotion of Chinese musicians 
furnished Shanghai with the most advanced and comprehensive knowledge of Western music in 
                                                          
11 “An Early Pioneer of Classical Music Education in China (1945),” Stanford University Libraries, 
https://exhibits.stanford.edu/paci/feature/an-early-pioneer-of-classical-music-education-in-china; accessed March 1, 
2019. 
12 “Mario Paci with Students and Autographed by them, 1945 June 4, Last Birthday, Shanghai. 1945,” 
Stanford University Libraries; https://purl.stanford.edu/sj394zf971, accessed March 1, 2019. 
13 Yang, “From Colonial Modernity,” 56–57. 
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China. Xiao Youmei (萧友梅)—a composer, as well as one of the founders of the Shanghai 
Conservatory—called the Shanghai Municipal Orchestra “the only treasure in Shanghai” during 
World War II, crediting its impact on Chinese music, as well as its teaching staff who advocated 
teaching Western music later on in the Shanghai Conservatory. In 1956, the Municipal Orchestra 
formally changed its name to the Shanghai Symphony Orchestra (上海交响乐团) and its 
membership became completely Chinese.14 The Shanghai Symphony Orchestra, as one of the 
largest and best orchestras in China, continues today to offer high-quality Western music to the 
Shanghai public. It has become a symbol of Shanghai and a witness to the history of Western 
music in the city. 
 
The Cradle of Music—the Establishment of the Shanghai Conservatory of Music 
On November 27, 1927, the Shanghai National Conservatory of Music (上海国立音专) 
was established on Nanchang Road in the French concession,15 through the support of Cai 
Yuanpei (蔡元培), then the Minister of Education, and Paci. Xiao Youmei (1884–1940) finally 
achieved his dream of building the first music school in China. Xiao is an influential Chinese 
music composer and educator. He studied successively at the Universität Leipzig (where he 
eventually completed his doctorate), the Hochschule für Musik und Theater “Felix Mendelssohn 
Bartholdy” Leipzig, and the Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin.16 It is not surprising that Xiao 
picked Shanghai to begin his musical journey, rather than Beijing, where he also founded the 
first music department at Peiking University (北京大学), when he saw the high quality of music 
                                                          
14 Yang, “From Colonial Modernity,” 57–59 
15 Shouzong Chang and Jian Zhu, “中国近代音乐家的摇篮—上海音乐学院简况” [The cradle of 
musicians in modern China—a brief introduction to the Shanghai Conservatory] China Music 2 (1982). 
16 Qiao Jin, “萧友梅与中国近代音乐教育” [Xiao Youmei and music education in Modern China] (DMA 
diss., Shanghai Conservatory of Music, 2003). 
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that the Shanghai Municipal Symphony offered to the Shanghai Chinese. The people’s 
acknowledgment of Western music and its concepts had permeated this city, making it the ideal 
location to start systematic Western music education in China.  
In an article Cai published on the introduction of the first Shanghai National 
Conservatory of Music Journal in May 1928, he expressed his admiration for the highly 
developed music system in the Zhou Dynasty, when the core ideology of the Confucian “Li Yue” 
(the system of rites and music) dominated the social system. At the same time, Cai set the goal of 
bringing a comprehensive Western music system into China by teaching Western music and 
restoring Chinese music at the same time, in order to achieve the “Great Harmony” (大同) that is 
the foundation of Confucianism, and that became the purpose of establishing the Shanghai 
National Conservatory of Music.17 From Cai’s message, it is clear that the beginning of Western 
music education in China was rooted in a traditional Chinese mentality, providing an accessible 
environment for Chinese people to understand Western music from a Chinese perspective.  
Similar in importance to Paci and the Shanghai Municipal Orchestra, Xiao played a 
significant role in leading Shanghai National Conservatory of Music to achieve the highest 
quality of music education in China. He set up several degree programs for varying needs. In 
addition to the regular bachelor’s degree, there was a pre-school, a mandatory first step for 
people who wanted to pursue the bachelor’s degree; a junior college aimed at training high-
school music teachers; a selective course designed for those who were interested in music but 
only wanted to study for a specific course; as well as a master’s degree, the highest music 
educational degree in China during that time. Drawing on those divisions, the Shanghai National 
Conservatory of Music offered systematic professional music study, and also provided study 
                                                          
17 Enomoto, Yue Ren, 114. 
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opportunities for musical amateurs from all cities, thus enhancing the musical atmosphere in 
Shanghai.18 
Xiao aimed to get the best teachers for the Conservatory at any cost. From the faculty list, 
we can see that it consisted of half Chinese and half Western members. The Chinese faculty 
members had either graduated from well-known Western conservatories or music schools with 
bachelor’s degrees or higher, or at least studied in a famous music department in China, while 
the Western faculty members mainly came from European countries, musicians from the Soviet 
Union musicians being dominant.19 Among them, the violist Arrigo Foa, the Russian pianist and 
composer Alexander Nikolayevich Tcherepnin (1899–1977), and the pianist Boris Zakharoff 
(1888–1943) all had a deep influence on Western music education in China and trained many 
talented Chinese musicians.  
I mentioned Foa in the previous section; he was the principal violinist in the Shanghai 
Municipal Orchestra and the best violinist in China at that time. Tcherepnin and Zakharoff both 
studied piano and composition at the St. Petersburg Conservatory. After leaving Europe in 1934, 
Tcherepnin traveled to Japan and China, where he became interested in Oriental music, which 
later became his main focus. He also supported the budding careers of young Chinese composers 
and funded the publication of their work in Western notation.20 He encouraged his students to 
create Chinese music based on Chinese folk songs by using the pentatonic scale within Western 
compositional methods.21 In the composition competition he set up in 1934, the young Chinese 
composer He Luting (贺绿汀) won the first prize for his composition Cowherd’s Flute (牧童短
                                                          
18 Enomoto, Yue Ren, 115. 
19 Ibid., 116. 
20 “Alexander Tcherepnin (1899–1977),” Music Educators Journal 64, no. 7 (1978): 66–67. 
http://www.jstor.org.proxy2.library.illinois.edu/stable/3395453. 
21 Keli Xu, “Piano Teaching in China during the Twentieth Century” (DMA document, University of 
Illinois at Urbana–Champaign, 2001). 
12 
 
笛). This piece later became one of the most popular Chinese pieces among students, and He 
became the founder of the Music Middle School Affiliated to the Shanghai Conservatory of 
Music in 1951.22 In order to induce Zakharoff to join the school piano faculty, Xiao promised to 
give him the same salary standard as a school principal, double the amount paid regular piano 
teachers, as well as reduce his number of students from twelve to seven.23 Zakharoff devoted 
himself to teaching and training many excellent students in return. Among them, Li Cuizhen (李
翠珍) was his favorite. She graduated with a full scholarship in Shanghai and continued her study 
at the Royal Academy of Music in London. Then she returned to China and became a piano 
teacher at the Shanghai National Conservatory of Music, making a significant contribution to 
Western music education in China.24 
Because of Xiao’s insistence on building the best music school in China and a strong 
music faculty, the Shanghai National Conservatory of Music gradually increased its fame in 
Chinese society, as well as becoming recognized in the West. After several changes, in 1956, the 
school officially adopted the name Shanghai Conservatory of Music. The establishment of the 
Music Middle School Affiliated to the Shanghai Conservatory of Music occurred in the same 
year, and an elementary school was added in 1996. Both Conservatory and Symphony Orchestra 
became symbols of Shanghai, even of China. The students graduating from the Shanghai 
Conservatory of Music became major competitors in international competitions, as well as 
outstanding musicians performing around the world.  
 
  
                                                          
22 Yuhe Wang, The Music History of Modern China (Beijing: People’s Music Publisher, 2009), 213. 
23 Enomoto, Yue ren, 120–21. 
24 Ibid., 129–31.  
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The Performance of Bach’s Music in Shanghai before and after Zhu’s Concert 
Despite the prominence of both Conservatory and Symphony Orchestra, Bach’s music 
was still considered “minority” music and did not gain wide attention in Shanghai before Zhu’s 
concert of the Goldberg Variations in 2014. Before Zhu, knowledge of this piece for most people 
in Shanghai would have been gained mainly from recordings by Western pianists such as Glenn 
Gould, Rosalyn Tureck, Tatiana Nikolayeva, Sir András Schiff, and Sviatoslav Richter, Wanda 
Landowska (harpsichord), and the Chinese pianist Sheng Yuan (盛源).  
Based on my research, there were two Chinese pianists who performed this piece in live 
concerts in China. The first, Shen Wenyu (沈文裕), performed this piece in 2000 when he was 
only 14 years old.25 The second was Sheng Yuan, the most authoritative Bach interpreter in 
China and a professor at the Beijing Central Conservatory. He performed this piece five times in 
the Baroque Music Series Concerts in 2009–10 in the Beijing Forbidden City Concert Hall. 
However, in Shanghai, except for the Goldberg Variations performance by Italian ensemble Trio 
Broz in 2009, and the recital of Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier Book I by one of the most famous 
modern Bach interpreters, Angela Hewitt, in 2008, concerts of exclusively Bach’s music were 
limited compared with music of other composers and periods. 
Fortunately, festivals and music activities featuring Baroque music are still popular in 
Shanghai. Among them, the Baroque Chamber Music Festival sponsored by the Shanghai 
Conservatory and the Shanghai Baroque Festival featuring the American conductor David Stern 
and his Opera Fuoco are the most famous.  
Founded in 2011, the Baroque Chamber Music Festival has been held every year in the 
Music Middle School Affiliated to Shanghai Conservatory—a beautiful Westernized campus 
                                                          
25 “Shen Wenyu performs Bach’s Goldberg Variations in 2000,” Tencent Video; 
https://v.qq.com/x/page/x03996dt9em.html, accessed May 3, 2017. 
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located in the center of Shanghai. Every year, the school invites Baroque musicians from all over 
the world to introduce Baroque music style, performance techniques, dances, and arts such as 
sculpture to Chinese students and teachers.  
For example, the Fifth Baroque Chamber Music Festival in October 2014, one month 
before Zhu’s Goldberg Variations concert in Shanghai, provided abundant activities. The festival 
included sixty masterclasses taught by Baroque musicians from Europe and the United States, on 
instruments such as the clavichord, Baroque violin, Baroque cello, and Baroque oboe; seven 
Baroque music concerts performed by students, faculty, and Baroque musicians; three 
conversations on particular Baroque instruments; and two Baroque music lectures given by 
professors from the Shanghai Conservatory of Music. The invited musicians included Margaret 
Faultless, the chair of the Baroque Music Performance Department at the Royal Academy of 
Music; Elizabeth Blumenstock, professor of Baroque violin, Corey Jamason, professor of 
harpsichord, and Elisabeth Reed, professor of Baroque cello from the San Francisco 
Conservatory; as well as the famous Baroque oboist Claude Villevieille from France.  
The first Baroque Festival started later than the Baroque Chamber Music Festival, in 
2014. Whereas the Baroque Chamber Music Festival consisted mainly of instrumental music, the 
Baroque Festival was more focused on Baroque vocal works, such as operas and Masses. It 
should be mentioned that Stern and his Opera Fuoco devoted themselves to promoting Baroque 
operas, especially those that had been forgotten. In the past four festivals, they have presented 
the Shanghai audience with such works as Henry Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas and The Fairy 
Queen, Georg Philipp Telemann’s Wassermusik, Johann Sebastian Bach’s Orchestra Suite No. 1 
in C major, BWV 1066, Geschwinde, ihr wirbelnden Winde, BWV 201, and Mass in B minor, 
BWV 232, and Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach’s Symphony in B minor, H. 661.  
15 
 
There is no clear sign that the popularity of these festivals led to the success of Zhu’s 
concert, but they definitely offered good opportunities for Shanghai Chinese to move one step 
closer to understanding Baroque music and arts, thereby preparing a welcoming environment for 
Zhu. The festivals became significant activities in the Shanghai Western music industry, 
attracting a large and diverse number of participants. 
In addition to the festivals, Zhao Xiaosheng (赵晓生), pianist, composer, and former 
Dean of the Music Middle School Affiliated to the Shanghai Conservatory of Music, played an 
important role in teaching Bach’s music in China. His book series Analytical Sheet Music for 
Teaching (赵晓生教学版乐谱系列) covers major composers from Baroque to contemporary. 
Among them, the series on Bach’s music covers his keyboard music from the starting level 
Notebook for Anna Magdalena Bach, to the advanced level Well-Tempered Clavier, with the 
Little Preludes and Fugues and Inventions and Sinfonias in between. In each book, in addition to 
a basic introduction of the composer and his music background, Zhao demonstrates his 
understanding of different articulations and performance techniques for the music and gives 
explanations from historical documents as supportive evidence. This series is considered a fine 
general introduction of Bach’s keyboard music for younger pianists and music amateurs. A New 
Understanding of Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier (时空重组巴赫，平均律键盘曲集新解) 
published in 2005 provides a comprehensive understanding for teachers and advanced pianists. 
Zhao analyzes the 48 prelude and fugues by using diagram and other forms of analysis on the 
basis of performance techniques.  
The passion for Baroque music, especially Bach’s music, among the public seems to have 
increased significantly in Shanghai after Zhu’s concert in 2014, as evidenced by a growing 
number of Baroque concerts. In 2015, Thomanerchor (St. Thomas Choir of Leipzig), one of the 
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world’s oldest choirs, presented three of Bach’s choral works as well as German folk songs in 
the Shanghai Spring International Music Festival. Thomanerchor was founded in 1212 and was 
trained by Bach from 1723 when he worked as the Kapellmeister (music director) of the St. 
Thomas church.  
In 2016, the Bach concerts series sponsored by the Shanghai Oriental Art Center invited 
famous Baroque musicians such as the Chinese pianist Sun Meiting (孙梅庭), French pianist 
Alexandre Tharaud, Russian violinist Viktoria Mullova, the Tafelmusik Baroque Orchestra from 
Canada, and Ottavio Dantone and his Accademia Bizantina ensemble to perform between May 
and November. In 2017, a concert of Purcell and Handel’s music was performed by the Shanghai 
Camerata Ensemble, which consists of 17 Baroque musicians from different countries.  
Several concerts consisting exclusively of the Goldberg Variations were performed on 
piano and other instruments in different ways, capturing people’s attention. Besides the piano 
concerts by Swiss pianist (with Russian background) Andrei Gavrilov and German pianist 
Martin Stadtfeld. Shanghai audiences also had the chance to listen to the Goldberg Variations on 
the harpsichord performed by the Iranian-American Mahan Esfahani, as well as see a concert 
that combined modern dance by 16 artists from England and Sweden set to the Goldberg 
Variations. From 2018, the diversity in performing the Goldberg Variations went one step 
further. Besides the piano performance by the Russian pianist Konstantin Lifschitz, the Mini 
Music Festival Series sponsored by the Shanghai Concert Hall consisted of three Baroque music 
concerts, involving theorbo, clavichord, and viola da gamba, and three lectures about Baroque 
music and arts. More surprisingly, the Baroque dancers held a court dance in a room that had 
been decorated in Baroque style. The audience was invited to touch the “retro” items, to take 
Baroque-style pictures, as well as to dance with the Baroque dancers. The J. S. Bach Tour of the 
17 
 
Goldberg Variations by pianist Du Tianqi (杜天奇) interpreted this music from a unique 
perspective. By using self-editing images, he demonstrated the connection between science and 
the arts, music notes and math, and the universe and philosophy using Bach’s counterpoint. In 
2019, the famous Chinese cellist Wang Jian (王健) performed concerts of all six Bach solo suites 
for cello in the Shanghai Grand Theater, which grabbed a great deal of attention. A concert that 
combines live Goldberg Variations and scenes from the American television series Hannibal, 
which used the Goldberg Variations as the main music stream, was performed in May 2019. 
Because of the strong Western influence in Shanghai and the diversity of the people 
there, along with the establishment of the Shanghai Symphony Orchestra and Shanghai 
Conservatory of Music, Shanghai Chinese enjoy the best opportunities in China to listen to high-
quality Western music as well as to study it. This has made the development of Western music in 
Shanghai more mature than in other Chinese cities. We can see even from the incomplete list of 
concerts above that from 2015–19 there were signs of a growing interest in Baroque music, 
especially Bach’s music, after Zhu’s concert in 2014. More and more pianists from Western 
countries and Asia are willing to perform the Goldberg Variations in China, because of an 
increased demand for this particular work and a mature market for Western music. The different 
interpretations and the various ways of performing this piece also offer the Chinese people 
different options and a comprehensive understanding. Based on an online survey that I will 
discuss shortly (see p. X), a majority of people agree that after Zhu, more and more people are 




Who is Zhu Xiaomei, and what makes her so important in promoting Bach’s music, 
especially the Goldberg Variations in China? In the next chapter, her life and her interpretation 





















A STUDY OF ZHU XIAO MEI AND HER PERFORMANCE OF  
BACH’S GOLDBERG VARIATIONS 
 
The first time I heard the name Zhu Xiaomei was in 2014, when it flowed into my ears 
from all over on social media. With her performance of Bach’s Goldberg Variations, she became 
as significant in China for the public reception of Bach as Glenn Gould’s performance of the 
work had been much earlier in the United States. With her personal life and her unique 
interpretation of the Goldberg Variations, she opened the gate for one of Bach’s most significant 
but mysterious pieces to the Chinese people, increasing the public’s attention on this most 
famous Baroque composer and his music.  
My curiosity led me to search her name online. There several key words caught my 
attention: Cultural Revolution, Labor Camp, the US and France, Bach, and Lao Tzu (about 571 
BC–471 BC). I was shocked by how unfortunate and dramatic her life had been. More 
importantly, it was confusing for me to understand how two totally unrelated men, Bach and Lao 
Tzu , one of the oldest Chinese philosophers, could exist together in her mind as well as being 
the interchangeable inspiration for her Goldberg Variations.  
 
First Piano and Labor Camp 
Zhu was born in Shanghai in 1949, a few weeks before Mao Zedong’s proclamation of 
the People’s Republic of China.26 She received a Robinson piano when she was little from her 
mother, Ruying, a well-educated Shanghai woman from a wealthy family who was also 
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innovative and brave for her time. In contrast to her mother, Zhu’s father, Qiwen, was always 
thinking and staying calm, like a Chinese philosopher. In Zhu’s memory, absolutely nothing 
could affect him.27 Like a typical Chinese father in that era, Qiwen rarely expressed himself to 
his children, and even told them people should never leave traces of their lives.28 
Because of the impact of the Chinese Civil War and the change of regime, Zhu’s father 
lost his job at a hospital and could not practice in any medical field in Shanghai. In 1950, the 
family had to move to Beijing to work under Zhu’s aunt in a small shop,29 which was 
unfortunately seized a few months after they arrived because of the reforms by the People’s 
Liberation Army, who enforced the concept of “the national economy or the life of the people” 
by taking over private businesses.30 
In 1960, the Great Leap Forward was launched. That year, Zhu was accepted by the 
Central Conservatory of Music, one of the best conservatories in China. When she stood in front 
of the traditional Chinese-style gate of the Conservatory, filled with excitement and hope, she 
was unaware that a storm of famine was coming the next year, and that this would be followed 
by the Cultural Revolution in 1966, which would change the lives of her entire generation and 
leave her with devastating memories.31  
In the Conservatory, Zhu met her first teacher, who would be one of the most important 
teachers and mentors in her life—Professor Pan Yiming—an heir of the Russian piano school. 
He carefully discovered and developed the positive aspects in Zhu’s playing and helped her on 
her way to understand different cultures, experience different sensitivities, and create different 
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imaginations. Most importantly, he was the first to introduce Bach to Zhu, even though it was 
not a pleasant experience for her at the beginning.32 Her downfall started with her first self-
critique (it is an activity for people to criticize the mistakes they have done in their life) in the 
Conservatory’s auditorium in front of the entire school, when she was approaching her 14th 
birthday. The reason for this self-critique sounds incredible nowadays: She had jumped from the 
roof of her dormitory to the outside of the school for fun. But at that time, this action was 
explained as a desire for suicide, a sign of rebellion meaning: “I am not happy in your system; it 
is so harmful that I would prefer to die.”33 Embarrassment, shame, and fear filled her body, but 
this was not yet the worst part. After her self-critique, the people in the school needed to discuss 
her action and try to learn something from her mistake. One of the students even wrote to 
Chairman Mao to report what happened in the Conservatory, including that a boy styled his hair 
like Beethoven, another student was listening to Tchaikovsky’s Pathétique Symphony, and of 
course, that Zhu’s tendency for suicide was caused by Western music.34 The letter was 
surprisingly sent back to them with Mao’s handwriting instruction: “This letter is very well 
written. We must solve this problem. Western culture must be put to the service of our country. 
We must develop our own culture. Mao Zedong.”35 
The Shang Shan Xia Xiang Movement (上山下乡) started in 1963 and tried hard to follow 
Mao’s instruction. People were sent to the countryside to remold their thinking and feelings, to 
help the peasants with their work, and to practice art in their service.36 At the beginning, Zhu 
took this opportunity as a way to be reborn from her “sin,” as well as to regain people’s trust. 
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She treated every self-critique seriously, listened to the self-critique of others carefully, as well 
as looking at herself introspectively each day. She really felt herself turning into a new person, 
ready to sacrifice everything for Chairman Mao and his ideal society.  
When she returned to the Conservatory for a new semester in early June 1966, something 
she did not expect happened. There were no classes, only criticism, more terrible than before, 
far more than she could have imagined. The criticism extended to people of all ages, all jobs:  
basically, to everyone. The first person she knew who would suffer was the director of the 
Conservatory, the person who arranged Zhu’s first self-critique, and the person who organized 
their activities in the Shang Shan Xia Xiang Movement. Students and professors in the school 
started to discuss how the conservatory had been educating students in a bourgeois way under 
her leadership, how teaching Western music had cut the ties between students and peasants, 
soldiers, and workers. More and more criticism continued day by day, shifting from director to 
teachers, to students. The form of criticism also changed, from discussion to mental and 
emotional abuse, ending with violence and bloodshed.37 
This was a horrific time in Zhu’s memory. People’s daily lives consisted of monitoring, 
reporting on, and criticizing each other, whether or not the criticism was based on truth. It was 
necessary for friends, teachers, even family members, to be sacrificed to Chairman Mao’s New 
China. During this period, some people did not survive. Many famous scholars, musicians, 
scientists—the elite in their areas—committed suicide because of the inhuman torture. Gu 
Shengying (顾圣婴), a famous pianist and a sophisticated woman, killed herself and her mother 
and brother in their home. She turned on the gas, sat down at her piano, and played Chopin’s 
Funeral March. Li Guizhen (李桂珍), another legendary musician, also ended her life to keep 
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her self-respect, rather than be humiliated.38 Fu Lei (傅雷) and Zhu Meifu (朱梅馥), famous 
Chinese scholars and translators, parents of the famous Chinese pianist Fou Ts’ong, left two 
children without parents. 
For other people, including young students such as Zhu, a new life in labor camps had 
started. In the continuing Shang Shan Xia Xiang Movement, 17 million people were sent to 
labor camps in the countryside. Family members were separated in different parts of China, far 
away from each other. In 1969, Zhu was sent to the labor camp Zhangjiakou (张家口), in the 
northern part of Hebei Province.39 In the five years she spent in that camp, Zhu and the other 
students did farm work, studied Mao’s Little Red Book, did self-critique, and listened to others’ 
self-critique every day. The only thing related to music was to practice and perform the Yang 
Ban Xi (样板戏), a newly composed eight-part work inspired by the life of peasants, workers, 
and soldiers, and authorized by Madam Mao, Jiang Qin (江青).40 
Eleven years after Zhu first played Bach in the Conservatory with her teacher, she finally 
had a second chance to play the composer. But this time she played with a completely new 
understanding. At the end of the year 1971, Zhu secretly managed to get her piano from Beijing 
to Zhangjiakou with her mother’s help, using the excuse of practicing Yang Ban Xi. In order to 
practice Western music, which had been almost completely banned because it was written for 
the bourgeois, not for the people,41 Zhu need to sneak into a room which was like a refrigerator 
in the winter. Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier somehow became her best way of warming up her 
frozen body and fingers, as well as of calming her mind. This was the first time Zhu started to 
feel the connections between Bach’s music and Chinese philosophy. She wrote in her 
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biography that when she played the C-sharp minor fugue and B-flat minor fugue from the first 
book:  
Here was meditative music whose polyphony achieved a sort of mineral-like 
density. To bring out all of its power and beauty, my hands—so often condemned 
to a sort of immobility—had to coax feats of poise, flexibility, independence, and 
phrasing out of my fingers. It was like Tai Chi, a martial art based on balance and 
concentration, and on “action without action.” An inner strength slowly 
awakened. That day, I understood that limbering up one’s fingers is more about 
mind than matter.42 
 
In 1974, after five years spent in a labor camp, Zhu was in the last group of people who 
had been interned because of their bad family background that were allowed to return to 
Beijing.43 Between the ages of 20 and 25, a period of learning for most of us in today’s society, 
as well as the period when one’s mind becomes mature, Zhu felt she had accomplished nothing 
and had no future.  
Mao died in 1976 and the Gang of Four —a leading group of four people in the Cultural 
Revolution that included Madam Mao—was dissolved. Chinese society including the 
universities began to operate again normally for the first time. Western books started to 
reappear slowly, and college entrance exams were restored, based on knowledge and aptitude 
instead of family background and political criteria.44 Significant visits from the West, including 
from Nixon in 1972 and the Philadelphia and Boston Symphony Orchestras in 1973 and 1979, 
opened the long-locked gate of China to the Western world. Most importantly, the visit of 
violinist Isaac Stern in 1979 and the influential production of the documentary From Mao to 
Mozart increased Zhu’s desire to go to America.45 Once again, she acted without hesitation, 
like the time she decided to get her piano to Zhangjiakou no matter what and in spite of the 
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danger. In March 1980, Zhu left her tearful mother behind and took off to America to pursue 
her career as a pianist. In her biography, she wrote: “I knew that the piano was more important 
to me than anything else, and I was ready to sacrifice everything for the life of an artist. I was 
prepared to set off into the unknown, to go without, to struggle, to give up both seeing my 
family and starting one of my own.”46 
 
Bach and Lao Tzu 
“The best man is like water. Water is good: it benefits all things and does not compete 
with them. It dwells in lowly places that all disdain. This is why it is so near to Tao.”47 Lao Tzu 
There is no story without coincidence. Bach’s name in German means “brook.” Lao Tzu 
admired water because it represents humility, calm, wisdom, and persistence. The texture of 
Bach’s music, in particular the polyphony with different voices being played together, well 
represented the ideologies of “not competing (不争),” “harmony (和谐),” and “balance (平衡)” in 
Lao Tzu’s Tao Teh King (道德经), carrying the same meaning of simultaneously expressing 
multiple and contradictory emotions without one necessarily taking precedence over another.48 
A perspective on these coincidences became the most direct connections between Bach 
and Lao Tzu, the West and the East. The connection between them had existed quietly for 
centuries until Zhu discovered the theory of the Tao in Bach’s Goldberg Variations and 
demonstrated it in her performance.  
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Nevertheless, the first time Zhu heard about Lao Tzu was on the plane to the US from an 
American woman. Lao Tzu, one of the most famous Chinese philosophers and also famous in 
Western culture, apparently his ideology did not survive the Cultural Revolution.   
In Boston, Zhu started to become familiar with Lao Tzu and to understand the Tao. Even 
more important, she gradually formatted her own style of performing Bach, which emphasizes 
the similarity between Bach’s music and Taoism—flow.  
The first inspiration came from working on the Prelude and Fugue in B Minor from the 
first book of Well-Tempered Clavier at the New England Conservatory of Music. According to 
her teacher, Professor Gabriel Chodos, phrasing and engagement are two foundations of music. 
To achieve the uninterrupted flow of music, Zhu needed to practice lifting her hand up at the 
end of every phrase without breaking the phrase.49 It was not an easy task: the more effort you 
put into keeping the connection, the higher the chance you will break it. This technique requires 
the performer to really feel the connection between each note and follow the flow until it 
reaches the most natural stage. Otherwise, everything will sound artificial. This is exactly the 
core meaning of the Tao: people emulate earth; earth emulates heaven (tian); heaven emulates 
the Tao; the Tao emulates spontaneity (人法地，地法天，天法道，道法自然).50 
The second inspiration from the Tao was in a letter that Zhu’s father wrote to her. Qiwen, 
the man who barely expressed his feelings to the family, the man who always said one should 
never leave a trace, was now eager to share his feelings with his daughter. He told her he had 
found his life’s purpose after all the suffering, because of his understanding of the Tao. He 
emphasized to Zhu that “as one nears the secret of the Tao, one discovers the truth: If you have 
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upheld what is good during the course of your life, it will be given to you. If this does not 
occur, it is because you have not suffered enough, and you must continue searching.”51 
This reminds me of the conversation that Zhu and I had in April 2017. It was in one of 
the master classes she gave in Gulangyu, Xiamen—the island in southern China, which is 
famous for its artistic environment, as well as the hometown of several Chinese artists and 
musicians. Zhu is such a humble pianist, with a soft but firm tone. When I asked her what her 
secret of practicing the Goldberg Variations was, she told me directly that there is no secret, only 
to take your time. “If you think you still have trouble playing it, that means the time you spent is 
not enough. The only thing you should do is put yourself behind the music, as well as blend in 
with it. Never try to control or re-create the piece. Instead, minimize yourself and feel its natural 
flow. Time will prove this, time will show your way.”52 Even though I had done a lot of research 
before I met her about her perspective on Bach, when I really heard it from her I was surprised. I 
am still shocked by how simple her secret is of her music and her life.  
In the master classes, Zhu invited us to compare two recordings of the Goldberg Variations 
without telling who the pianists were. Seventy percent of the Chinese audience in the concert hall 
were amazed by one of the recordings. It sounded soft, but well-supported, flowing, but strict 
introspective. At the end we were told that the one most of us liked was recorded by Zhu, and the 
other one by Glenn Gould. What a huge difference between these two pianists! Gould interprets 
the piece with a emotive and strict style, while Zhu performs it in a flowing, natural way. I love 
Glenn Gould’s Bach as much as many people do, but this time I had to say the natural flow in 
Zhu’s performance made me relaxed and comfortable. I could see the river flowing, the 
mountain standing, and feel the wind blowing. I saw the Mountain and the River, two objects 
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rooted in Chinese philosophy and art, appear in Zhu’s Goldberg Variations vividly and making 
total sense.    
In Chinese philosophy, the essence of anything can be experienced without always needing 
to be explained. This is unlike Western thinking, which requires evidence as support. The 
Chinese believe that many things do not need explanation, because they are natural phenomena. 
Unlike many Western people, who see understanding as a prerequisite to practice, a lot of 
Chinese people see practice as one way to achieve understanding.53 
From applying this “natural” concept to playing music, Zhu believes the first stage is the 
process of practice. This is an important way to understand the piece, and the practice she means 
is not as complicated as we think. In her biography, she mentions that she never forces herself to 
grasp the meaning of a piece too quickly by analyzing or hearing recordings. Instead, she stands 
back and plays the piece evenly and attentively until she can feel the love of the phrases and 
notes naturally.54 
The next stage of “natural” is tempo. Like every other thing in our lives, which are always 
relative, the tempo of the piece must be based on breathing, the performer’s own natural 
breathing. According to Zhu, in order to achieve this, the performers should not attempt to 
impose themselves into the music or try to find the “right” tempo which is indicated in the music 
or from other recordings in the first level of practicing. Instead, the performer should start their 
practice with feeling and by breathing with the music, until one day the natural tempo comes out 
by itself. 55 
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It is so true when I look back on all the performances I have given. Only a few of them still 
exist vividly in my memory. This is not because they achieved a big success or because they 
were given in big concert halls, but because I felt the natural flow in my performance, as well as 
the interaction between the audience and me. I felt I was leading them into my musical world, 
and they followed intensively. Now I realize the reason for this: we were breathing together.  
Beyond this is the third and hardest stage of “natural”: the search for meaning. Zhu 
indicates that when you know the meaning of the piece, the section, or the sentence, you will 
have the solution for every problem involving technique.56 This brilliant idea sounds familiar to 
me. It throws me back to the first day I learned piano; technique was never an easy task to 
overcome. It required a great deal of boring practice, and sometimes, you just could not separate 
your fighting fingers from each other. The worst case was when the more you practiced, the 
worse it went. It has only been in the past few years that I have finally found a comfortable and 
effective way to practice my technique: by knowing the meaning and purpose behind it. 
Zhu uses an excellent word, “thrust,” to convey this concept—with its twin meaning of 
“line of reasoning” and “forward motion.”57 To be more specific, “line of reasoning” is the 
solution of technique; “forward motion” is the solution of phrasing. In my understanding and 
experience, there is always a way to resolve a technical problem, no matter how hard it is, by 
knowing the reason and purpose. For example, in a section full of running sixteenth notes, it will 
not, apparently, be possible to treat every note equally. This is not only because it is technically 
hard, but also because it sounds stiff. There must be important notes and less important notes. By 
identifying these notes based on the structure of the sentence, you will not see the run as 
technique, but several flowing objectives. One step further, it is easier to lead the run by 
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emphasizing the bass notes, also creating strong “forward motion.” By clarifying the destination, 
you will not be entangled in particular notes. Instead, the run will become a simple progression 
led by the natural flow on its way to the destination within the overall picture. By combining 
those two concepts over time, you will find that these lines, these phrases are overlaid with 
concepts of progression, flow, movement, and transformation, the ideas that find an echo in 
Chinese Philosophy.58 
To illustrate this, here is an ancient Chinese story by Zhuang Tzu—the other leading 
Chinese philosopher in Taoism. It shows how “naturally” is the key point in everything. In the 
story “The Dexterous Butcher,” Prince Wen Hui admires the butcher’s skill in dissecting an ox. 
The prince enquires about the butcher’s technique, and the butcher answers: 
What I have wished for is Tao, far superior to technique. When I first dissected 
oxen, what I saw was nothing less than the whole ox. After three years, I no 
longer saw the whole ox. And now, I let my intuition, not my eyesight, lead the 
way…. A good butcher changes his knife every year; he uses it to cut muscles. An 
ordinary butcher changes his knife every month; he uses it to cut bones. I have 
used the same knife for nineteen years.59 
 
The final stage of “natural” for a musician is to disappear behind the composer, without a 
struggle or imposing yourself into the music, simply showing the genius of Bach. According to 
Zhu’s memory, in her early years studying in the US, she was barely able to talk to anyone in 
school because of her limited English skills and diffidence from all the wasted years in the 
Cultural Revolution. On the other hand, this gave her plenty of time to practice the piano, or in 
her words “piano meditation.” Just as many Chinese scholars like to do meditation in the 
mountains, Zhu does her daily meditation at the piano. She believes that the more tranquil and 
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detached she is, the greater the depth she can see. She practices without purpose, while feeling 
every note, tirelessly, in order to achieve the most natural stage of the music.60 
Every time I hear Zhu’s Goldberg Variations, it sounds light and flowing to me. It 
is as if she is not actually “playing” it, but the music itself just comes out 
effortlessly. It is like water: soft but strong in a continuous way, making you feel 
comfortable following it, breathing with it. It is as Zhu’s father told her when she 
was young, “A person should never leave a trace,” but the traceless eventually 
reaches infinity. Here is one verse from Lao Tzu’s Tao Teh King in which I found 
an intimate tie with Zhu’s interpretation of Bach: Thirty spokes join together at 
one hub, but it is the hole in the center that makes it operable. Clay is molded into 
a pot, but it is the emptiness inside that makes it useful. Doors and windows are 
cut to make a room; it is the empty space that we use. Therefore, existence is what 
we have, but non-existence is what we use.61 
 
In addition to these “natural” approaches in her Goldberg Variations, Zhu was inspired by 
the Tao. She also believes that the structure of the Goldberg Variations contains the same 
meaning as the Tao. The work starts with the simple Aria, goes through thirty variations in which 
Bach presents every possibility of human’s emotion and feeling, then returns to the original Aria 
with mystery and simplicity. This symbolizes for Zhu what Lao Tzu said about the Tao: that 
endless, universal movement which is infused with the breath of life: Returning is the movement 
of the Tao. It is like the life cycle: the end joins the beginning, with transformation in between.62 
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Playing the Goldberg Variations in East and West 
Bach’s Goldberg Variations was initially commissioned by the Russian ambassador Count 
Hermann Carl von Keyserlingk for his harpsichordist, Johann Gottlieb Goldberg, to play for him 
during his sleepless nights caused by insomnia.63 The first time Zhu played the Goldberg 
Variations for her home-stay family in Boston, there was another coincidence: the relationship 
between her and her host was similar to that of Goldberg and Count Hermann. Zhu’s host, Janet, 
was busy writing her doctoral dissertation, which required a quiet environment. The only music 
that did not disturb her, and in fact allowed her to concentrate better, was the Goldberg 
Variations. For this reason, Zhu was permitted to practice this piece as much as she wanted, 
without complaint. During this time, Zhu became Janet’s Goldberg.64 
After finishing her study in the US in 1984, Zhu started a new life in Paris, a place she had 
dreamed of from the time during the Cultural Revolution when she had read an article by Victor 
Hugo about Beijing’s Old Summer Palace (圆明园). She was obsessed with the history and 
artistic environment in France. And this time, Paris also welcomed her with good luck. She was 
able to own a Steinway piano, as well as to have many friendly and helpful people as friends. 
She discussed and performed music with famous musicians and artists. Music completely filled 
her life; she had never been happier.  
At the age of 40, Zhu started her career as a concert pianist. She finally felt confidence in 
herself to perform the Goldberg Variations in public. Her first official recital was held in Saint-
Julien-le-Pauvre, a small church in the center of Paris. The recital was packed by a French 
audience and achieved great success. She gradually received more and more concert invitations 
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and job opportunities, and brought out her first CD, of the Goldberg Variations, in 1990. Music, 
this universal language which breaks the barriers among different countries and different 
languages, also binds different cultures together tightly. Zhu Xiaomei, a Chinese pianist playing 
Bach’s Goldberg Variations in an Eastern way, found her position in Western society.  
I am always curious about Western people’s acceptance of a Goldberg Variations tied 
closely to the Chinese philosophy of Taoism, especially when people are used to Glenn Gold’s 
version in particular, which is completely different from Zhu’s. In the interview with her in 
China last year, she told me she was lucky enough to find the right place to start her first 
performance of the Goldberg Variations. The city she meant was Paris. France has a similarity 
with China in having a long history and a common preoccupation with philosophy.  
Zhu told me that the French philosopher Michel de Montaigne was influenced by Lao Tzu 
and his Tao Teh King. According to Gordon Warren, Montaigne was an “accidental Taoist.” 
Warren mentions that throughout Montaigne’s Essays, he advocates a life lived in harmony with 
nature, which was also the principal objective of the ancient Taoists: to achieve a life lived in 
harmony and union with the cosmic principle that underlines reality, with the synonymous 
meaning of living in harmony with nature, as human nature is bound up in the cosmic universal 
nature.65 With this shared culture between France and China, it is not hard to explain why people 
could understand Zhu’s interpretation of the Goldberg Variations when she first performed it in 
Paris, offering her long-lasting applause in return. 
“I was worried,” Zhu told me in the interview. “It was not easy for me to perform this 
piece in public. I always practiced it by myself for almost 30 years, in my own way. Finally, I 
                                                          





felt I was ready, for the music as well as for myself, but for a city like Paris, where the people are 
spoiled by good music, and the music critics, they are merciless.”66 Fortunately, the concert was 
welcomed by Paris. One member of the audience came to Zhu after her concert and said: “I must 
be Chinese tonight. Everything you played has convinced me it’s true.”67  
The DVD produced by Accentus Music recorded Zhu’s live concert of the Goldberg 
Variations at St. Thomas Church in Leipzig, Germany in 2014. This is the place with the 
strongest tie to Bach, not only because Bach’s tomb is there, but also because that is the place 
where Bach worked as Kapellmeister from 1723 until his death in 1750. For the concert, as 
usual, Zhu wore a black Chinese tunic suit and had a simple, short hairstyle, as all of her 
generation wore in the past. She started to play the Goldberg Variations next to Bach’s tomb, 
and as the piece unfolded, she felt a strong communication among Bach, herself, and the 
audience. “I cried hard after that concert,” she told me. “I felt I have no regrets; my life is 
complete.” Back in the labor camp in the Chinese countryside, she had never imagined that one 
day she would be as close as this to Bach. He is a man who always shows his genius and inspires 
her, even more than 250 years after his death; he leads Zhu to understand life, to understand 
herself.68 For the audience, that night was also unforgettable. A review published by a French 
music critic spoke highly of this concert, as Zhu reported:  
A French audience is obsessed with a Chinese version of Bach’s Goldberg 
Variations tonight. The music sounds really natural and flowing. It is like the 
performer, humble and low key. She hides herself behind the composer but is 
integrated with the music. We forget the performer, forget the clothing she wore, 
even forget her gender. Only the music exists, the music from Bach’s own wish.69 
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“What brings you back to China after all the suffering and horrible memories?” I asked 
Zhu, at the end of my interview.  
I am getting old and my health condition does not allow me to delay anymore. I 
want to stand out, for myself and my lost generation. After the Cultural 
Revolution, we became too timid, too quiet, to the point that people might forget 
us, forget this history. And most importantly, I want to teach Bach as much as I 
can. In China, people’s appreciation or enthusiasm for Bach’s music is not as high 
as for other composers. People think his music is hard to get close to, hard to 
understand. But it’s the exact opposite: his music has direct connections with 
Chinese philosophy and Chinese culture. Chinese people should have an easier 
time understanding Bach’s music, knowing his genius. A lot of young people 
these days have lost our own tradition, our own culture. It is really a pity, because 
our culture is brilliant. A lot of Western ideologies share a similarity with Chinese 
philosophy, and that’s still true in current society. I hope that from me, from the 
way I play Bach, even if only a little, Chinese people can take a new look at our 
own treasures, as well as raise their interest in Bach’s music.70 
 
Chinese people’s passion for her concerts went far beyond Zhu’s expectations. Her first 
tour with the Goldberg Variations in China in 2014 received even greater success than she had 
in Europe. The tickets sold out within few hours in every major city several months before the 
concert. “It hasn’t been like this for years,” said one music critic in China.71 Major newspapers, 
social media, television shows, and mobile phone-based musical official accounts reported both 
her story and her concerts. She quickly became the center of attention in the classical music 
community. Music-lovers, both professional and amateur, swarmed into the concert hall to 
listen to the Goldberg Variations, a piece that had rarely been performed in China, as well as to 
meet Zhu, a previously unknown and now legendary pianist. She became a phenomenon, 
unconsciously, and not from her own wish. She still remembers what her father told her: “An 
individual should never leave a trace.” 
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THE PROMOTION OF ZHU’S CONCERT IN 2014 
 
Before Zhu, Bach’s music was treated in China as ancient, serious music that had usually 
been performed in church. In conservatories, most students treated Bach’s music as part of their 
repertoire required by the school or competitions. To my understanding, students barely 
understood the true meaning of Bach, or did not think there is much meaning behind his music 
except the precise and almost mathematical counterpoint. For the public, Bach’s music was not 
as famous as that of Mozart, Beethoven, Chopin, Schubert, or Schumann. It had been restricted 
largely to sacred music, far from people’s attention. Zhu gave new meaning to Bach’s music, 
making it lively and easier for Chinese people to relate to, therefore creating a growing interest 
in Bach’s music.  
 
The Promotion of Zhu’s Concert 
In addition to the fact that Zhu and her Bach deserve to be recognized by the Chinese 
people, her success can also be attributed to successful marketing. From my research, the two 
main reasons for this success were: early preparation and promoting what Bach and the Tao had 
in common. 
The preparation for Zhu’s concert was quite different from other promotions. In 2011, 
three years before Zhu’s concert in Shanghai, a music critic and manager in Beijing called Zhang 
Kexin (张克新), who would later become Zhu’s manager in China, published an article called 
Searching for Zhu Xiaomei in his personal online blog. In the article, he described his search for 
Zhu from the first time he heard of her CD to when he finally met her in her Paris apartment 
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beside the Seine. The search was quite difficult, because few people in the musical community in 
China knew her, and she did not have a cell phone or email. After a short talk with Zhu, Zhang 
was deeply impressed by her and her experiences. In order to allow more Chinese people to get 
to know this unique pianist, who had a certain fame in Paris, Zhang published this article online. 
It briefly introduced Zhu, with an emphasis on her life story and her attitude toward music.72  
It is people’s nature to be attracted to meaningful stories, especially of people whose lives 
have been dramatic. Presenting a musician’s story is more effective than an exclusively musical 
introduction. This is even more true for Chinese people, because of Chinese culture. Intentionally 
or not, this article successfully triggered public interest in the unknown pianist. People 
sympathized with her experience during the Cultural Revolution and were amazed by her 
persistence with music after all her suffering. But most importantly, they were eager to listen to 
her CDs and see her live performance. The demand for her concerts gradually became greater 
and greater over the years. Before Zhu’s first concert in 2014, she had already gained many fans.  
People love meaningful stories, but they are also forgetful. Apparently, Zhu’s story and 
faith in music were not enough to keep this fever running by itself as time passed. People needed 
something they could relate to in their own culture and everyday lives to keep the impression 
solid. Therefore, the second important element in promoting Zhu’s concerts becomes clear: the 
connection between Bach and the Tao.  
Chinese people remain proud of their history and culture. Even though Western influence 
had a big impact on Chinese society after the reform and the opening-up policy of China in 1978, 
the wisdom of the ancient Chinese philosophers still dominates every aspect of people’s lives. 
This has been especially true in recent years, as the Chinese economy has become more 
                                                          




competitive with that of other nations. Chinese people are more aware of the power of 
nationalism and more attached to their culture than they have been since the Cultural 
Revolution,73 even though certain political influence may be promoting nationalism.74 Following 
this trend, relating Bach’s music and the Chinese philosophy of Taoism became the most 
important feature in marketing Zhu’s Goldberg Variations concerts in China. According to Zhu, 
when interpreting music the hardest thing is not merely to express something, but to express it to 
another culture.75 Her attempt to connect Bach’s music and the concepts of Taoism successfully 
made Bach’s music became more accessible to the Chinese public, and effectively reduced the 
gap between different cultures, increasing the interest in Bach’s music as well as achieving 
marketing success.  
I asked Zhu’s opinion of this special promotion of her concerts and wondered if she 
thought it would become a new trend in teaching or performing Bach’s music in China. She 
answered:  
This is not a theory I created, and it should not become the only way for Chinese 
people to understand Bach. I found Bach’s music calm but sophisticated, sharing 
some similarity with “seeking the beauty of calmness” in Chinese culture. It is 
only my way of practicing and understanding Bach, as all other performers have 
their own. I never wanted to overemphasize this personal understanding, but I 
agree to them [her manager and marketing team]. It is a good way to promote 
Bach’s music to Chinese public.76  
 
This is not the first time the idea of promoting Western music based on Chinese culture has 
been brought up. Before the Cultural Revolution, Fu Lei (1908–1966), China’s most respected 
translator of French literature, proposed this idea. His translations of books from Honoré de 
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Balzac and Romain Rolland, in particular Rolland’s book Beethoven the Creator, are still the 
most authoritative renditions in China. Fu Lei was also the father of the famous Chinese pianist 
Fu Ts’ong. When Fu Ts’ong left China in 1954, Fu Lei carried out his fatherly responsibility by 
writing hundreds of letters to his son between 1954 and 1966, giving advice on his study and life. 
In the letters, Fu Lei mentioned the connections between Beethoven and Confucius, as well as 
Mozart and Zhuang Tzu, to give Fu Ts’ong easier understanding of Western music.77 In addition, 
in 2007 the musicology professor and deputy dean in the Shanghai Conservatory, Yang Yandi 
(杨燕迪), discussed this concept in his book about the study of musicology in China.78 He 
mentioned that because the study of Western music in China had a late start, it is impossible to 
achieve the same level of research as Western countries in a short time if we go through the 
entire Western music history and copy all the research that has been done in Western countries. 
Instead, we should start with solving the problems we see in the study of Western music in 
China, and to see how these solutions can serve the Chinese music industry and help to raise it to 
international standards.79 
Connecting these two cultures—Bach and Lao Tzu—took this approach to attract greater 
public attention to the performance of Bach in China. Zhu is no doubt more successful in China 
compared with other Chinese pianists or even Western pianists who enjoy the same or a greater 
reputation for performing Bach’s music. Sheng Yuan is a name that can never be avoided when 
playing Bach among professionals or music amateurs in China, as I mentioned in Chapter 1. His 
Chinese concert series of the Goldberg Variations was highly regarded. He is an active Chinese 
pianist and professor at the Beijing Central Conservatory, famous for his interpretation of Bach. 
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International Piano Magazine considers him “The nation [China]’s premier interpreter of 
Bach”80 The New York Times described his Bach performances as “a model of clarity, balance 
and proportion.”81 His CD of Bach’s Goldberg Variations acquired an excellent reputation in 
both China and the West. The multiple layers of his sound, the golden balance among different 
voices in his music, made many students like me fall in love with Bach’s music for the first time. 
Unfortunately, his influence has been limited to certain musical groups, not big enough to reach 
a wider public audience. Even with all his accomplishments, the Chinese public does not 
appreciate his Bach as much as they do Zhu’s, because his interpretation lacks the cultural 
attachment.  
The public’s passion for Bach’s music did not increase much after one of the most famous 
Bach interpreters, Angela Hewitt, visited Shanghai in 2008, as I mentioned in Chapter 1. Her 
concert was part of Shanghai Music Festival series, but tickets were also sold to the general 
public. The entire repertoire was Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier Book I. At that time, performing 
an entire concert of Bach’s works was hard to imagine. Memorization was an enormous 
challenge, because of the complex counterpoint and condensed textures. I was impressed by how 
well Hewitt got through the concert that night, not only in memorization, but also because of all 
the detail she played for each prelude and fugue. I treated this concert seriously, as all the other 
audience members did. That is the reason why I am still able to talk about the details of this 
concert. I remember when I entered the Shanghai Oriental Art Center that night the concert hall 
was only half filled with people, who had mainly come from the music festival. Almost all of us 
had the music score and pen in hand, as we do when we go to master classes and lectures. The 
                                                          
80 “Yuan Sheng, Pianist,” majormusic.cn; http://majormusic.cn/yuan-sheng-bio/. 
81  Allan Kozinn, “Demonstrating the Power of the Piano, First Thunderous, Then More Subtle” New York 
Times, July 28, 2009; https://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/29/arts/music/29keyboard.html.  
41 
 
unpleasant sound we made when we turned the pages together made this concert into another 
activity in the music festival: academic with minimal enjoyment. Obviously, this excellent 
concert attended by music professionals and amateurs did not attract much public attention for 
Bach’s music, because it was too far away from the public. It also lacked the cultural attachment.  
 
Social Needs and Social Media 
In addition to the human factors contributing to her success, Zhu’s concert met the social 
needs of a particular time. According to the World Economic Forum, three landmarks in Chinese 
history have made China become the fastest growing economic power in the world: the 
economic reforms introduced by Deng Xiaoping in 1978, reopening the Shanghai stock market 
in 1990 for the first time since 1949, and China joining the World Trade Organization in 2002.82 
The fast-growing economy also increased the pressure in people’s lives. In order to compete with 
others, more and more people chose to work nonstop every day. Mass production pushes up the 
yield, but at the same time also lowers the quality, for both products and people’s lives. In this 
situation, minority groups who devote their lives to one thing exclusively usually catch the 
public attention easily and become a hot topic. Zhu practicing the Goldberg Variations for 
decades to achieve perfection reminds people of the same spirit as ancient Chinese painting 
masters such as Zhen Banqiao (郑板桥), who spent a lifetime practicing drawing bamboo, and Qi 
Baishi (齐白石), who spent decades observing the movement of shrimp. This exceptional 
craftsmanship is what the ancient Chinese insisted upon, but it has been lost in today’s society. 
From this perspective, Zhu became one of the best role models for “only do one thing but do it 
best,” a forgotten attitude toward life in this time period. Her influence, even if it may be 
                                                          




temporary, has led people to introspect about the lost meaning of their lives and to start retracing 
this spirit of craftsmanship from ancient China. 
Based on the survey I undertook (see Appendix), the majority of the acknowledgements of 
Zhu came from the social media,83 which greatly increased the efficiency of Zhu’s concert 
promotions. As of December 2017, the number of mobile Internet users in China reached 753 
million, an increase of over 57 million from the end of 2016. The mobile netizens accounted for 
97.5 percent of the total netizen population, whereas the figure had been 95.1 percent the 
previous year.84 According to one article, the affordable price and convenience compared with 
desktop computers and laptops made mobile phones the number-one choice for people from all 
areas to access the Internet. The average price of a smart phone (Chinese brands) is around 500 
RMB (US $75) and the average monthly plan is around 100 RMB (US $15). 85 In addition, the 
Internet plan carried by smart phones enables people to access the Internet in any location, 
including the subway, which is the most common form of public transportation in Shanghai, at 
any time they want. This greatly increased the chance for the public to know about Zhu. 
Among all the mobile Internet access services, Wechat (微信) and Weibo (微博), the two 
most popular smartphone-based applications, took on the task of promoting Zhu’s concerts. In 
addition to being used for communication purposes, both Wechat and Weibo operate like the 
West’s Facebook and Twitter, which have been officially banned in China. The vast and fast 
information exchange through these We-Media make them the most direct and effective access 
for promoting all kinds of businesses. 
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Wechat (which means “micro letter” in Chinese) is more based on people’s own social 
groups and everyday lives than Weibo (which means “micro blog” in Chinese). In addition to 
online communication, Wechat includes a payment function that allows people to go anywhere 
without carrying a wallet. This means the majority of the time people need to check their Wechat 
accounts. Another feature in Wechat is the Moment, a place for people to post their photos and 
favorite articles. The posted items can be seen by all a user’s contacts and can be re-posted using 
a single button. In addition, articles can be published by millions of official accounts that are 
open to all users, updated weekly or more frequently, depending on the topic. People can 
subscribe to unlimited accounts they like and receive notifications when new articles have been 
published. People can also search with a keyword in Wechat, which collects information from 
different websites for the user as a concentrated information tab. Based on this function, a large 
number of articles about Zhu and reviews of her concerts, from both personal and official 
accounts, were seen and re-posted from hundreds of times to more than a hundred thousand 
times.  
Wechat is a personal-based application, based on personal choices for receiving 
information, whereas Weibo is an online community for everyone, a platform where people 
receive news and information from all areas automatically, like Twitter (which has also been 
officially banned in China). According to CNNIC (China Internet Network Information Center), 
as of the third quarter of 2017, there were up to 376 million monthly active users of the website 
Sina Weibo. Hot topics are updated every ten minutes to impact online public opinion on well-
discussed issues.86 The publications on Weibo are usually short, framed as a summary version of 
news or activities, allowing people to read them quickly. These fast, concentrated formats 
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provided good opportunities for promoting Zhu and her concert on a larger scale in a busy 
society.  
One feature of Weibo that cannot be ignored is its influence from public figures. It is hard 
for people to get in contact with public figures through Wechat, because of the restrictions on 
friend requests. Weibo fills this gap. People have full access to all public figures’ accounts in 
order to satisfy their curiosity. On the other hand, the number of followers also determines the 
popularity of the public figures. This mutually beneficial relationship also influences the 
structure of online marketing to a certain degree. Public figures need unique topics to attract 
public attention; public attention also affects the popularity of those topic. Because of the 
influence Chinese political power has on social media, discussed in the article “Celebrity/China,” 
modern celebrity culture functions to promote positive, if often normative, forms of social 
cohesion, as well as to promote philanthropy and exemplary citizenship.87 Zhu’s attitude toward 
life and her linking of Bach’s music with Taoism obviously satisfied both purposes and became a 
potential topic for public figures. 
Wang Sicong (王思聪) is the director of the Dalian Wanda Group, the largest Chinese real-
estate developer, as well as the world’s largest movie-theater operator. Wang is considered an 
important public figure and currently has 45 million followers on Weibo. He has been called “the 
people’s husband” and “golden bachelor” in China, because of his playboy personality as well as 
strong family background. His post about Zhu in 2012 compared her to the famous Chinese 
pianist Lang Lang (郎朗), whose performance he said was exaggerated. This post was reposted 
1,400 times and received thousands of “likes,” compared with similar posts by others that were 
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reposted less than 20 times. Wang’s post is still been discussed today or referenced as a hot topic 
on the Internet when people talk about Zhu, gaining even more attention than it did in 2012. 
Around the same time in 2012, a post about Zhu from the official World Classical Music (全球经
典音乐) account received 15,000 re-posts, and until 2018 the post was still on the top line of the 
classical music category.  
In order to rouse people’s awareness about Chinese culture, as well as to promote Bach’s 
music in China, some government-related accounts have also played an important role in 
promoting Zhu and her concerts. Chinanew.com (中国新闻网), jfdaily.com (解放日报), people.cn 
(人民网), chinadaily.com (中国日报), culture.caixin.com (财新网), and xm.fjsen.com (东南网), 
all major government-controlled accounts, published articles about Zhu and her concerts from 
2014 until 2018, which is not common in the promotion of classical music. Because of strong 
political influence in China, projects or people who are supported by the government tend to last 
longer. Unlike the other fleeting phenomena, Zhu’s success still exists, and her CDs and 
performances are still popular today. 
 
The Younger Generation as Major Consumers 
Through these influential social media, the younger generation became the main recipients 
of information about Zhu, as well as the main component of Zhu’s audience in her concert in 
Shanghai. Unlike the older generations, people in the younger generation have either received 
higher education from abroad or are affected by Western culture. According to CNNIC (China 
Internet Network Information Center), up to December 2017, the primary age group of Chinese 
netizens was 10–39, and they make up 73 percent of Chinese Internet users. Among these, 30 
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percent were aged 20–29, 19.6 percent aged 10–19, and 23.5 percent aged 30–39.88 The number 
of younger-generation members pursuing higher education abroad increases every year, going 
over the 600,000 mark for the first time in 2017. Statistical records from the Chinese Ministry of 
Education show that in 2017, a total of 1,454,100 Chinese students were enrolled in overseas 
higher-education institutions. The number of learners returning to China after completing their 
courses reached 480,900 in 2017, of which 227,400 have a master’s degree or higher.89  
These Western influences make the members of younger generations form their own 
lifestyles as well as social groups. Compared with older generations, members of the younger 
generation are more interested in music and the arts and are willing to spend more time on and 
pay more money for concerts and exhibitions, especially in a big city such as Shanghai. I was not 
able to attend Zhu’s concert in Shanghai back in 2014, but from what Zhu told me in the 
interview, she was touched when she saw that a lot of her audience were younger people. 
Whether or not they could really understand Bach in that moment, interest in Bach’s music is 
gradually forming among younger Chinese, and she believes that the number will continue to 
grow.90  
A growing interest in Western music has also been demonstrated in the public spheres of 
music and the arts in Shanghai. The Tiger Café, a local coffee shop located in Shanghai’s 
Zhongshan Park, is one of the popular places for this. Almost every weekend it is crowded with 
people who come from different walks of life for its Topic Activities. In these gatherings, the 
activities have included a music salon, art, dance, and literature readings. People talk freely about 
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their favorite music or art, as well as new discoveries of certain artists. During the discussions, 
people who bring up an intellectual topic of conversation usually receives more attention from 
their peers. The owner of the Tiger Café told me that Bach’s music and Zhu’s concerts have been 
mentioned several times during the discussions.91 
As for the attitude toward the strategy of promoting Zhu’s concert, members of the 
younger generation differed from the older generation. The survey I conducted shows that the 
majority of older-generation members, or professionals from academic environments, were more 
conservative about this promotion. They believed that using Zhu’s life story as one important 
promotional aspect, instead of focusing on the Goldberg Variations, provided a wrong reason for 
the public to come to the concert and would have a negative impact on the promotion of classical 
music. They also predicted that this phenomenon would disappear soon, like other sensations, 
after the concert.92 The majority of the younger generation, on the other hand, held a positive 
attitude about this promotional strategy. They thought that promoting Zhu’s life story widely 
stimulated the public’s desire to come to the concert, therefore opening the gate to Bach’s music 
for the Chinese people. In addition, promoting the connection between Bach and Lao Tzu also 
reduced the gap between Bach’s music and Chinese people’s understanding of Bach, thus 
increasing interest. The younger generation believed that the phenomenon of Zhu includes both a 
high-quality concert and a successful marketing strategy, with no contradiction. “As long as the 
market response is successful, the marketing strategy really doesn’t matter,” and “This is actually 
a good way to promote classical music,” were two opinions widely agreed upon by members of 
the younger generation in the survey.93  
                                                          






Popularization of Classical Music as a Trend 
Along with the increasing demand for classical music in Shanghai, more and more music-
appreciation activities are being presented in an informal style, directly led by professors from 
the Shanghai Conservatory of Music. Tian Yimiao (田艺苗), assistant professor of composition, 
music critic, and writer, has 610,000 followers on Weibo, as well as operating an official account 
on Wechat, in which she has published several articles about Zhu. Her music column, “Wear a 
T-shirt to Listen to Classical Music,” received a lot of attention from the public through 
websites, music salons, and books. She argues that classical music should form part of people’s 
everyday lives and not be bound with the term “high arts.” By judging popular TV music shows 
in China, she infuses classical music style and technique into popular music, influencing 
people’s passion for Western classical music. Yang Yandi also aims to popularize Western 
classical music in China. Besides operating both Weibo and Wechat accounts, Yang offers 
several music-appreciation courses through smartphone applications at low prices, covering all 
music genres from symphony to opera. His authority on classical music, as well as his accessible 
introductions to classical music, with short backgrounds and tips on what to listen to within a 
particular work, have attracted a big audience and created close ties between classical music and 
the Chinese public.  
For the reasons mentioned above, the phenomenon of Zhu is built on both human factors 
and objective factors. Besides the blog article written by Zhang that aroused people’s curiosity 
about the performer three years before she same, the emphasis on the connection between Bach 
and Lao Tzu creates an easier-to-understand perspective on Bach’s music for Chinese people. In 
addition, the popularization of Zhu’s concerts perfectly met the needs of current Chinese society 
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and benefited from the new trend of popularizing classical music. From the growing number of 
articles and topics that center on Bach these days, we can see that social media still play an 
important role in popularizing his music. Through the promotion of Zhu’s Goldberg Variations 
concerts, the number of people interested in Bach’s music reached the highest point until then 














The development of Western music in China started in the early seventeenth century in 
Beijing, when the Italian Jesuit priest Matteo Ricci brought music along with his mission of 
religious dissemination. Emperors Kangxi and Qianlong, supporters of Western science and arts, 
not only learned how to play Western instruments but sponsored the first Western music 
ensemble in the Forbidden City for their entertainment. After the first Opium War in 1842, 
several port cities such as Shanghai were required to open to Western countries for trading 
purposes.  
During this period, Western music was seeded in the Shanghai International Settlement by 
Western musicians and the first public band was established. In the beginning, performances 
were only for Western people. After the Italian pianist Mario Paci took over the public band in 
1919 and increased its scale, the Shanghai Municipal Orchestra (now the Shanghai Symphony 
Orchestra) became the best orchestra in the Far East and was opened to Shanghai Chinese as 
well. Shanghai was now filled with high-quality Western music. After being founded in 1927 by 
Xiao Youmei, who hired the best musicians for the school faculty, the Shanghai Conservatory of 
Music became the ideal place to study Western music and cultivated many famous Chinese 
musicians who later devoted themselves to Western music education in China. The important 
roles of the Shanghai Symphony Orchestra and Shanghai Conservatory of Music in developing 
Western music have continued to the present day. By holding various Baroque festivals and 
concerts, they prepared a welcoming environment that led to the success of Zhu Xiaomei’s 




The Cultural Revolution between 1966 and 1976 almost crushed the Chinese economy and 
culture. Many musicians, artists, and scholars of Zhu’s generation ended their lives in this dark 
period, and others chose to flee the country. But Zhu is a unique case. She survived the labor 
camps during the Cultural Revolution, where she worked like a peasant and performed Chinese 
music for the public. Thanks to her love of piano, she later insisted on pursuing her musical 
study in both America and France, where she formed her own interpretation of the Goldberg 
Variations by combining Bach’s music with the Chinese philosophy of Taoism.  
At the age of 40, Zhu finally started her career as a concert pianist and gained fame in 
Western countries. Because of her determination to stand for her generation, as well as her goal 
of introducing more of Bach’s music to the Chinese people, Zhu decided to go back to China 
after 30 years and perform her first concert tour of the Goldberg Variations in 2014. Her concert 
in Shanghai received a great deal of attention, especially among the public. Zhu and Bach’s 
Goldberg Variations then became a hot topic in Shanghai, creating a phenomenon.  
By analyzing the reasons behind this phenomenon, we can see that Zhang Kexin’s 2011 
article “Seeking Zhu Xiaomei” played an important role in preparing Zhu’s arrival. This article’s 
emphasis on the connection between Bach’s music and Taoism created a way for the Chinese 
public to understand Bach’s music. Nevertheless, Zhu’s craftsmanship and attitude toward life 
and music perfectly met the social needs of current China and she obtained the support of the 
Chinese government. In addition, promoting Zhu’s concerts by using two dominant mobile-
phone-based applications, Wechat and Weibo, effectively reached a wider audience, especially 
among the younger generation. Last, studying and listening to Western music in relation to 
Chinese culture, which had been promoted by Fu Lei and Yang Yandi, proved viable. On the 
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whole, we can say that Zhu’s performance of the Goldberg Variations offered new possibilities 
for popularizing Western music in China.  
Since 2014, more concerts of Bach’s music, including various versions of the Goldberg 
Variations, have taken place in Shanghai, providing more opportunities for Chinese people to 
listen to Bach. Zhu believes that Chinese people should have an easier understanding of Bach’s 
music because of the perception of shared culture between Bach and Lao Tzu. As a Chinese 
pianist of the younger generation who studies Western music in the United States, I feel that 
Zhu’s effort and the welcoming environment for Bach’s music is created in China have given my 
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APPENDIX A: SURVEY 
 
 
In March 2018, my friends in Shanghai and I conducted a survey, on Wechat and by email, of 
the friends’ friends. The questions are translated into English below. 
38 people replied (half of them musicians and artists, the rest people from other 
professions), aged 20–over 40, with the majority aged 20–35. This does not represent a random 
sample by any means, but it does give some indication of opinion about Zhu Xiaomei’s 
achievement, reputation, and influence in Shanghai now.  
 






Have you ever heard of Zhu Xiaomei and her performances of Bach’s Goldberg Variations? 
 
Have you ever played this piece? Before you knew her name or afterwards? 
 
Did you go to her concert? How did you feel about it? How do you feel that both professionals 
and amateurs responded to it? 
 
Where did you learn about her name? 
 
When you saw Zhu Xiaomei being advertised, what was emphasized? 
 
Why do you think Zhu has become popular?  
 
Why do you think that other musicians who specialize in playing Bach are less popular than she 
is? 
   
Do you think her performances would be as popular without her story? Why is that? 
 
What is your opinion of advertising her concert by linking it with her life story? 
 
What are the advantages and disadvantages of this kind of advertising for the development of 
classical music in Shanghai? 
 
Did her success in playing Bach’s music change Shanghai Conservatory students’ enthusiasm for 
playing Bach’s music (especially the Goldberg Variations)? 
 
Did it increase the public’s interest in Bach’s music? 
 
Before Zhu’s performance, did you know anyone who performed Bach’s Goldberg Variations in 
Shanghai? Or did you know any other musicians who were good at playing Bach’s music? If so, 
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do you think they are neglected by the public in comparison with Zhu? What influence did they 
have on popularizing Bach’s music in China? 
 
What impression do professional musicians have of Zhu? 
 
Do you think Zhu’s concert was just successful business? Or did the concert have high quality? 
 
What is your opinion of Zhu? 
 
It has been four years since her concert in Shanghai in 2014. Does she still receive a lot of 
attention? 
 
Do you think that more people liked Bach’s music after her performance? 
 
What stage do you think the Chinese people’s understanding of classical music is at? 
 
With China’s rapid economic and social development, do you think cultural development 
(especially the development of Western music in China) is relatively balanced? 
 
What is your opinion of the development of classical music in Shanghai? Any suggestions? 
Criticism? 
 





APPENDIX B: THE AUTHOR’S INTERVIEW WITH ZHU XIOAMEI 
Interviewee: Zhu Xiaomei ( “ZX”) 
Interviewer: Shu Liu ( “SL”) 
Date: April 12, 2017 
Location: Gulangyu Xiamen, China 
 
1： SL: 你认为结合中国哲学和巴赫的音乐时候会成为以后在中国教巴赫的趋势？ 
Do you think that combining Bach and Taoism will become a trend in teaching Bach in 





No. This is just my way of practice. It is my attitude toward to Bach’s music. It is not a 
theory I created. Bach’s music is really calm and sophisticated. His music is not an exaggeration 
but a feeling. It is hard to explain. It shares some similarity with Chinese philosophy, which 
seeks the beauty of calmness.  
 
2： SL: 你对以后在中国教巴赫有什么建议？ 
Do you have any suggestions for teaching Bach in China in the future? 
ZX: 要慢慢来，随着时间的推移，中国人会找到一种自己的风格。中国人应该比较
容易理解巴赫，因为中国人的思想和巴赫的感觉很接近。中国人弹巴赫不夸张，很自然。 
It takes time. As time goes on, Chinese people will find their own style. Chinese people 
should have an easier time understanding Bach, because his music is similar to Chinese culture 
and people’s mentality. When we play Bach, it should sounds natural, without exaggeration.  
 
3： SL: 我自己弹哥德堡总是不自然？有什么办法解决呢？ 
When I play the Goldberg Variations, I always have a hard time to make it sound natural. 
What should I do? 







How long have you been playing this piece? [CL: around 6 months.] I spent five years 
practicing it. It needs a lot of time. A lot of teachers do not know how to teach Bach, or they do 
not want to teach Bach. Being natural is the most important thing you should keep in mind. You 
should not think “How can I play it well? Which methods should I use?” Don’t think too much, 
just make it sounds natural. Pay attention to how to make the piece sound more natural. You 
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just need to practice every day, like a meditation on piano. I practiced this piece for five years 
before I could perform it in public with confidence. I have now been playing the piece for thirty 
years. It like Zhen Banqiao [an ancient Chinese famous painter] and his drawing of bamboo. 
When he thought he was improving, he was actually falling behind. When he thought he was 
having a hard time to draw, he was actually improving. It like when our ancestors practiced 




When you performed this piece in France, what was the reaction of the French audience 




Yes, they did understand, because they admire Chinese culture. I remember my first 
concert in Paris. There was a French journalist who said: “Today we heard an outstanding 
version of the Goldberg Variations, with a really humble feeling. We forgot the gender of the 




Compared with your generation, our generation does not need to worry about the 
negative influence of politics and the economy. What do you think we can do for the 






If you want to learn classical music, you should go to Europe, otherwise it is incomplete. 
The roots of classical music are in Europe. This is something American culture cannot compare 
with. A lot of famous classical musicians are in Europe, like Fou Ts’ong. I am glad I stayed in 
Europe. It is the other world. Mitsuko Uchida also said the same thing after her parents went 
back to Japan. After your studies, you should come back to China to teach. Like me. I want to 
teach as much as I can. Because of my health issues, I know it will be hard for me to teach in the 




What do you think about the reaction to your Shanghai concert? What do you think 






I think the audience who came to my concert was still having a hard time understanding 
this piece. But the younger generation are really open-minded. They want to know this piece 
very much. I was deeply touched when I saw there were a lot of young people at my concert. I 
think it is a good start, and the Goldberg Variations will be a trend in the future. At least, it will 
be more popular than before.  
 
7：SL: 和其他演奏哥德堡的钢琴家相比，为什么你的音乐会反应会更加热烈呢？ 
Compared with the other musicians who performed the Goldberg Variations in China 




The way they [the manager and marketing team] advertised my concert. They used my 
life story, the way I practiced, and the lifetime I have spent practicing this piece. These facts 
raised people’s curiosity about me, then about the piece. I think it is a good try. At least more 
people are starting to have an interest in this piece and want to know it.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
